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Summary 

The federal government holds thousands of properties that agencies no longer need to accomplish 
their missions. When the government disposes of unneeded properties — through transfer, 
donation, or sale — it generates savings by eliminating maintenance costs. In addition, when state 
or local governments, nonprofits, or businesses acquire unneeded federal properties, they may be 
used to provide services to the public, such as temporary housing, or contribute to economic 
development. 

The General Services Administration (GSA) plays a central role in disposing of unneeded 
property at most federal agencies. The Federal Real Property and Administrative Services Act of 
1949 (Property Act) gives GSA the authority to dispose of real property at all federal agencies 
unless they have independent statutory authority to dispose of their own properties themselves. A 
number of agencies have independent disposal authority — ranging from limited to broad in 
scope — including two of the largest federal landholders, the U.S. Postal Service (USPS) and the 
Department of Defense. 

When an agency notifies GSA that it has unneeded real property, GSA first offers to transfer the 
property to another federal agency, which must pay fair market value for it. If no other agency 
wishes to acquire the property, GSA may then convey it to a state or local government, or a 
qualified nonprofit, for up to a 1 00% discount — provided it is used for an approved public 
benefit. Should a state or local government or qualified nonprofit wish to acquire the property for 
a use other than one of the approved public benefits, GSA has the option to sell the property to 
them at fair market value. Finally, if the property is not sold to a public or nonprofit entity, it is 
offered for sale to the public. 

The disposal of a federal property may be subject to a number of environmental requirements and 
historic preservation mandates, although which requirements apply depends on a number of site- 
specific conditions. Three principal federal statutes govern the environmental review process, 
identification and remediation of hazardous substances, and historic preservation: the National 
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA), the Comprehensive Environmental Response, 
Compensation and Liability Act of 1980 (CERCLA), and the National Elistoric Preservation Act 
(NHPA). 

Among the agencies with independent statutory disposal authority, USPS has the greatest 
autonomy. The Postal Service has, in essence, been granted the authority to dispose of its 
properties as it deems appropriate, without the assistance of GSA. DOD also has independent 
statutory disposal authority, but of a more limited scope. DOD must use GSA to dispose of all 
properties that do not otherwise fall under the scope of special, temporary disposal authorities, 
commonly referred to as Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) legislation. 
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Introduction 

Federal executive branch agencies hold an extensive real property portfolio that includes more 
than 871,000 buildings and structures, and 40 million acres of land worldwide. 1 These assets have 
been acquired over a period of decades to help agencies fulfill their diverse missions. Agencies 
hold properties with a range of uses, including barracks, health clinics, warehouses, laboratories, 
national parks, boat docks, and offices. As agencies’ missions change over time, so, too, do their 
real property needs, thereby rendering some assets less useful or unneeded altogether. Healthcare 
provided by the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), for example, has shifted in recent decades 
from predominately hospital-based inpatient care to a greater reliance on clinics and outpatient 
care, with a resulting change in space needs. 2 Similarly, the Department of Defense (DOD) 
reduced its force structure by 36% after the Cold War ended, and has engaged in several rounds 
of base realignments and installation closures. 3 

Real property disposition is the process by which federal agencies identify and then transfer, 
donate, or sell facilities and land they no longer need. Disposition is an important asset- 
management function because the costs of maintaining unneeded properties can be substantial. In 
FY2013, for example, the government disposed of 21,464 unneeded properties with annual 
operating costs of $41 1 million. 4 Savings generated by the disposal of unneeded properties might 
be applied to pressing real property needs, such as improving building security or repairing 
existing facilities, or towards other pressing policy issues, such as reducing the national debt. 
Disposition is also important because it is a mechanism by which state and local governments, 
nonprofit organizations, and businesses may acquire federal property. In the hands of nonfederal 
entities, the previously underutilized properties may be used to provide services to the public, 
such as temporary housing, or contribute to economic development. 

This report begins with an explanation of the central role played by the General Services 
Administration (GSA) in the disposal of federal real property at most agencies. It then provides a 
discussion of the unique disposal processes at DOD and the U.S. Postal Service (USPS), which 
each have independent statutory authority to dispose of their own properties. It concludes with an 
overview of the environmental and historic preservation requirements that apply to the disposal of 
properties at all federal agencies. 



'Federal Real Property Council, FY2013 Federal Real Property Report: An Overview of the U.S. Federal 
Government 's Real Property Assets, August 2014, p. 1 . 

2 U.S. Government Accountability Office, Federal Real Property: Progress Made in Reducing Unneeded Property, but 
VA Needs Better Information to Make Further Reductions, GAO-08-939, September 2008, p. 9. 

3 U.S. Government Accountability Office, Federal Real Property: Excess and Underutilized Property is an Ongoing 
Problem, GAO-06-248, February 2006, p. 3. For more information, see CRS Report R40476, Base Realignment and 
Closure (BRAC): Transfer and Disposal of Militaiy Property, by R. Chuck Mason. 

4 Federal Real Property Council, FY2013 Federal Real Property Report: An Overview of the U.S. Federal 
Government’s Real Property Assets, August 2014, p. 15. 
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